WGITC- Thinking About Conversion


Conversion: 
Outward Forms/Issues- Moral Actions
Inward Forms/Issues- Self Images

· Repentance is turning away from Sin

· Conversion is turning toward God

· Conversion is what humans have to do

· Regeneration is what God alone can do

3 Orientations to Conversion

1. Socialization- Christians “become” Christians by being nurtured in a particular setting

2. Liturgical Process- Key moments and sacramental rituals performed by the “priest” who is “authorized” and empowered to dispense grace for the benefit of the parishioner.  Baptism, catechism, confirmation, Eucharist, participation in Church, etc.
3. Personal Decision- Understood as crisis and release.  Emphasis on individual responsibility before God.  Not considered an acceptable Christian until one has “made a decision for Christ.”
Transfiguration as Conversion

Transfigure: v. 
1) To alter the outward appearance of transform



2) To exalt or glorify

Transform: v.
1) To change markedly the appearance or form of



2) To change the nature, function, or condition of

Convert: v.
1) To change something into another form, substance, state, or product



2) To change something from one use, function, purpose to another; adapt 

to a new or different purpose
“Saved” > Rescued > Delivered > Liberated

Areas of Conversion
· Aesthetic- 

· Body Image- 
· Christian- 

· Church- 

· Ecological- 

· Economic- 

· Ethical- 

· Intellectual- 

· Political- 

· Relational- 
· Theistic- 
Identity Questions as Conversion Opportunities
1. Who am I?

2. What should I do?

3. What do I believe?

4. How should I act?

5. What is good about me?

Individual Conversion

· I can/do have a relationship with God

Corporate Conversion

· Godself is a relationship (i.e. “Trinity”)

· God works through others

· Therefore, I can be in relationship with others and do God’s work with others

Conversion to Community
Among the many attributes of Community that exist, these 6 reflect central “ASSETS” available to those who embrace community:

1. Accountability-
2. Systems-
3. Sustainability-
4. Encouraging-
5. Teaching-
6. Subversion-
Community gives us: 

Accountable Systems of Sustainability that Encourage the Teaching of Subversion.

Process of Conversion
Stage 1: Context- each person’s must be understood
Stage 2: Crisis- whether small or large this emerges and requires care and sensitivity
Stage 3: Quest- for answers to needs
Stage 4: Encounter- an advocate for the Christian faith, interaction takes place
Stage 5: Interaction- with the advocate
Stage 6: Commitment- to the religious persuasion
Stage 7: Consequence- manifest in the person’s life in a number of ways
Context of Conversion

Interwoven relationships of various contexts form the fabric of a conversion experience.
· Social: Suggestion, Culture, Revivalism, Fellowship, Expectation, Relationships.
· Psychological: Regression-Pathology, Progression- Maturity, Ego Functioning, Dissonance, Repression, Needs Orientation.
· Experiential: Anxiety-Intensity, Crises-Surrender, Decision-Release, Commitment, Ideologic-Orientation, Guilt-Release.
· Developmental: Adolescence, Maturational Stress, Identity Struggle, Personality Correlates, Suggestion, Hysteria, Intelligence, Feelings.
· Emotional: Stress-Identity, Conflict, Doubt, Fear, Exhaustion.
· Identity: Sense of Fit, Belonging, Reorganization, Purpose, Mission, Acceptance, Forgiveness, Future, Hope.
Conversion in Hebrew Scripture

Strangers/sojourners among the Israelites whose participation in religious life is regulated.  Ex. 12:43-45; Num. 14:13-15; Ex. 12:49-49.  Ruth as an example.
A prominent prophetic motif is for all of Israel to return to God.  Jer. 3:1-4:4; Isaiah 55.

Conversion in the Christian Testament

Jesus and John the Baptist preach repentance- Matt 3:7-10; Luke 3:7-9; Mark 1:15; Matt 4:17.
Jesus’ parables show that repentance involves a converted or transformed understanding of God.  Luke 15:11-32; Matt 20:1-16.

Paul and radical transformation: Gal 1:15-16; Phil 3:5-6; Gal 1:14; 1 Cor 9:1-2; 15:8-10; Rom 7.

Acts: Paul’s conversion- 9,22,26; Ethiopian Eunuch- 8:26-40; Cornelius- 10:1-11:18; unnamed- 2:41-42; 4:4; 9:35, 42.

Language of “New Birth” in 1 Peter- 1:3-5, 14, 23; 2:2.  

Language of “New Relationship” in John- 15:1-7, 18-19; 17:6-10.

Wesley and Conversion

For John Wesley salvation was both instantaneous and gradual.  Today we tend to favor the instantaneous over the gradual.

4 Errors to avoid reducing conversion to a single element:

1. Equate with regeneration- conversion for Wesley is much broader, encompassing the gift of faith, justification, regeneration (new birth), and the witness of the Spirit.
2. Equate with justification- justification is the transformative gift of God but NOT the goal of the Christian life.  This goal IS the renewal of the human heart in love, a process of sanctification begun with new birth and ending in Christian perfection.
3. Confuse with human decision- Wesley’s understanding of conversion was NOT “decisionistic; the focus is always on Divine agency, not human.  Conversion is an act of God that is transformative in its effects.
4. Confuse with having an experience- having certain “feelings” of various kinds are not necessary to conversion nor do they constitute it.  Wesley NEVER makes his “Aldersgate experience” normative for other Christians.  He does stress the witness of the Spirit which is more of an inner conviction than a feeling.
6 Principles of Conversion

1. Conversion represents a divine initiative as well as a human response.

2. Conversion represents a long-term process as well as a one-time decision.

3. Conversion has a corporate ramification as well as an individual focus.

4. Conversion has cultural ramifications as well as a theological basis.

5. Conversion has a psychological as well as a spiritual dimension.

6. Conversion often occurs in response to invitation or even persuasion but must never be induced by manipulation.

“….Jesus saw conversion as consequences in behavior.  Jesus did not ask any of his followers if they had been reared into his movement or Judaism; nor did he ask any if they had offered sacrifices, eaten kosher, and lived within the bounds of purity; nor did he ask any of his followers if they had made a heartfelt decision.  Jesus at a fundamental level, watched the life of those associated with him and by observation could tell if conversion was taking place.  ‘You will know them by their fruits’ –those are the words of Jesus (Matt. 7:16).  It is about behavior; it is about consequences.  He simply asked the rich young man to give up his money; he asked the woman caught in adultery to sin no more; he asked Peter, time and again, to follow him.  And that is the point: conversion is about following Jesus.  It doesn’t matter how or when someone is converted; it matters only that they are converted or are being converted.  Jesus measured conversion by behavioral standards- by love, by holiness, by righteousness, and by mercy.  It is not about repeating a formula, or belonging to a church, or praying a prayer; it is about following Jesus as the shaping core of one’s identity.”

Scot McKnight, Turning To Jesus: The Sociology of Conversion in the Gospels.  Westminster John Knox, 2002.
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